First and foremost, I am a video native. As long as I have been alive, there has been video. I cannot remember a time before the technology that I hold so dear, and I cannot remember a time before television and the VCR. I can remember a time after the short-lived BetaMax tape, but I do not really remember a time before it. Videos--recordings of moving images--have always been part of my life experience and are integral to the way I see the world and interact with it. Video is a large part of my vocabulary, both in consumed culture and outward communication. Video is a big part of who I am, and this is why I take video recording technology so seriously. Advancements and decisions made in the realm of video and video recording technology are political and personal to me, and should be for anyone of my generation.
You are what you record. Not long after the election of Barack Obama as our president, a historical event, I was talking with a friend of mine, John Engelbrecht, who was an MFA candidate in Photography at the time. He told me that as the new President made his victory speech, he was compelled, for the first time in a long time, to pop a tape into his VCR and record the speech. This piece of video is one that is widely and freely available. As soon as the speech was over, there were likely hundreds of different uploads of the event. It is not likely that John would ever have a hard time finding this video. As it holds not just sentimental value for him, but rather for many, if not most Americans, this video clip will likely be accessible anytime, forever. John told me that he felt that he wanted to personally record it and physically own it himself. This desire, to archive an event personally, can be seen with every flash at every major concert and sporting event, each person snapping a picture of something that is also being photographed and archived by professionals using better equipment. I was pleased, as it seems rare that people still remember what it once meant to record a video and lay claim to a physical copy of it.
Laying claim to physical objects is probably the second largest influence on my work, behind my experiences with video. It is often times unclear whether I hoard materials to make art or whether I am making the art as an excuse to hoard materials. It is likely a combination of the two. My obsession with video and pop culture is a form of hoarding, too. Remembering films and televisions shows I grew up with, and even many from before my time, is a form of metaphysical hoarding. I see as much stuff as I can and I try to retain it, letting anything and everything influence me. Freecycle is a place where people offer up and ask for materials and house wares to be given and received with no monetary transaction. Everything is to be free. It can be a hoarder's paradise, salvation, and worst nightmare, depending on which side of the exchange you might find yourself on. One afternoon, I saw a listing for "1000 Movies on VHS". My response was slowed only by a momentary consideration of where I might store that many tapes, but the possession of an empty studio on campus offered a solution. After a bit of correspondence, I found that the offer was indeed for 1000 movies on VHS, but it was not for 1000 VHS cassette tapes as I had originally thought.
The couple offering the films was in possession of about 400 tapes with 4-5 films on each tape. They had all been recorded from premium cable movie channels, and they themselves had received the tapes for free from a Craigslist ad, the original poster of which was long forgotten. I drove the hour and a half through small-town Iowa to the small apartment building the tapes lived in, and filled my hatchback with the treasure trove. The free thinking done on the drive home was fruitful and by the time I arrived back in Iowa City, I had already decided that going through the tapes on my own would be too large a task. I planned to open a video store, renting out home-recorded tapes, the first store of its kind, in my studio, and to enlist the help of any patrons in my research. The shelves, candy rack, and uniform were all window dressing, designed to invite people into the store in the hopes that they might rent a tape, take it home, watch it, and return with the information I so desired: the contents of the tapes. I was cataloging tapes on my own, before the store opened officially, beginning with the third of the 400 or so tapes that actually had titles written on their spine. Once these were logged into the computer system (a task which took weeks), I began the difficult journey through the tapes that showed merely a small label with a number. These numbers offered no clues as to the contents of the tape and without the reference tome that I would obviously need to decrypt the previous owner's organizational system, the only path to enlightenment was to actually watch them.
When the store opened, I rented few tapes, but fielded many questions and became engaged in more than a few nostalgic conversations about video. Why didn't people rent tapes? When challenged, most people said they had no VCR with which to watch the tape. When offered a VCR, they shied further. The project yielded great discussion, however. Many asked what I had managed to learn about the original collector. It was my general feeling that the person was a man, and one with a great deal of free time. The film selection hinted to me his gender, and the exacting curation of the tapes made it clear that these tapes were not the product of idle recording. There were tapes that contained 5 Clint Eastwood westerns, appearing on different channels and times, filling out the cassette to the last inch of tape. Space Truckers was the only film to appear in the collection more than once, though I am not sure whether or not to record the number as 2 or 3 times. I had fielded jokes from many that it was inevitable that I would find porn in the collection, and it was upon inserting the very first non-titled, numbered tape into my research VCR that I saw how right they were. As soon as I pressed play, I was visually assaulted by hardcore pornography. I fast-forwarded the tape to see what else might be on it, fairly sure that it was not 6 hours straight of sex. As I moved the tape forward, I noticed that the film was moving backwards. Being a user of old technology, my first inclination was to wonder what was wrong with the VCR, but then I noticed the rewind and fast forward icons on the screen, and they were not ones being projected by the VCR. I pressed play and it quickly became clear that the person who recorded the tape had connected a DVD player to their VCR and was recording their viewing of a pornographic film. It is hard to get to know a person much better than to know which hardcore sex scenes they would prefer to skip and which sex acts they want to watch over again. As soon as the porn was over, the tape joined Space Truckers about two-thirds of the way through.
The porn stuff aside, I was beginning to feel that the person who had recorded the tapes was a lot like me. The only difference between us was that he, the man in my mind, 
VHS OR BETAMAX?
Mere practicality means that I interact with VHS on a daily basis and almost never with Beta, but my heart goes out to Sony's format, not only because it was the superior technology, but because it was the underdog. Betamax, however, leaves a legacy. Sony Corp. of America v. Universal City Studios, Inc. has become known as The Betamax case and was a fairly important event in American culture, but one whose lesson has quickly been forgotten. As Betamax technology was developed, film studios watched with a wary eye and eventually brought suit against Sony when the technology became widely available. Universal argued that use of the Betamax recorder allowed people to violate their copyright by making recordings of their intellectual property, and that Sony should be held liable for any such occurrences. It was eventually ruled that while the tape recorders could be used to infringe on copyright, they also had substantial uses that would not infringe on copyright, and should be allowed. Producers of television and film would not forget the ruling, and the smell of this case lingers in the air on modern day sites such as Hulu, a video website where the companies provide content, but only when they want to, and for as long (or as short) as they want to. The fact that the programs are not perpetually available is not even hidden; the time constraints made by the media producers are a highly visible part of the user experience. With the death of the VCR, they were able to wrestle control of content back into their hands, all the while making it seem as if they were trying to make it more accessible than ever. People that might otherwise download a show, an act of copyright infringement, are far more likely to just watch it on Hulu, given the chance. This is because most people have forgotten that VCR and Betamax technology actually served two purposes, only one of which is still served by the newer digital technology.
Magnetic video recording technologies like VHS and Betamax actually served a dual purpose. The first function of recording technology was that of time shifting. This is the function most readily obvious to people and is the function that is still mostly served as technology advances. During the age of magnetic tape, if a person wished to watch a show at a time other than the time it is originally broadcast, they would tape it and watch it at a time of their choosing. They would likely use a single tape for all of their timeshifting needs, and this is the reason that many tapes still advertise that they are acceptable for "daily use". Regardless of the content, VCR recording technology allowed people to physically archive video in a way that is simply no longer practically possible. With most being unaware of the need, the people's ability to archive video has been innovated away from them. Digital Video Recorders (DVRs) and online streaming portals do a fairly good job at time-shifting video. In many ways, they do a better job. I acknowledge and agree with most that it is more convenient and easier to program a TiVo than it is to program a VCR. I would consider myself fairly versed in recording technology and even I fight with my VCR to record my favorite primetime island-based dramas while I am in class. It is also very easy to watch missed programming from my computer whenever the content provider decides to allow me to do so, which is often the next day, but can sometimes be up to eight days later, if ever. However, I cannot easily archive video with either method. A DVR will record things for you automatically, but when it is full, programs must be erased to make room for more. There is no removable, storable media that one can use to store things recorded by a DVR, at least none that I know of that have been even moderately well known or available. Television on the Internet is provided using Flash video players that, by design, do not offer any way to save or download the video. DVD recorders were a very quick flash in the pan and were adopted by nearly nobody. We have been being robbed of the ability to archive video since the day the VCR died and we failed to notice, while being told that newer technologies would make it all more convenient. Content providers slowly moved us all away from recording technology, and it is much to my dismay how willingly we gave it all up.
In a clear echo of the Betamax case, the one group that has managed to keep their ability to archive video has been criminalized. Those who download film and television from peer-to-peer networks and bit torrent networks can hoard video on external hard drives and exchange copies as freely as one might exchange an email. Downloading (most often called "illegal downloading") is certainly a means of serving both the archival and time-shifting needs when it comes to video. A downloaded movie file can be watched at any time, and because the user holds the file, can actually be more freely time shifted then an online video. It can also be physically archived, if a person keeps it on a hard drive or, more safely, a burnable DVD. While burning a file to a DVD will keep it safer, most users will more likely merely keep their files on external hard drives, and the files will live as long as the drive does, which can often be only a fraction of what the life of a VHS might be.
CHANNEL SURFING HAS BEEN WIPED OUT
While control has been lost on the front of video recording, there is a seeming over abundance of control given to the viewer when it comes to watching television as it is broadcast. In the age of digital cable, viewers are almost ubiquitously offered a digital menu of programs, with titles and descriptions readily available. It is becoming increasingly unlikely that one might stumble upon a mysterious program in the wee small hours of the morning, as one might have in the early days of cable television. Viewers search out something they know, or are at least vaguely interested in. Channel surfing is dead and we are worse off for it. While control of video recordings is something I strongly believe to be important, I believe that too much control over what we might see, a control actually imposed on viewers by those making cable television technology, can actually cause viewers to see less. The introduction of the menu discourages surfing, as does the now relatively lengthy pause when switching channels. While once a viewer was restricted only by the speed of their fingers, one must now wait with every change for the box to catch up, and whereas going straight to a channel was once a move only for those in a hurry, now it is standard operating procedure. Channel number and position means nothing in the age of digital cable, as everyone uses a menu to choose their programming, skipping directly from one heavily branded niche channel to another.
Few mourn this loss, I am sure, but I feel the death of channel surfing may be a greater loss than the death of the VCR. The advancement in cable technology is such that anyone who wishes to use it must buy into the advancement. While some of the seniors I work with at the Senior Center quite humorously make this all sound like a vast cable conspiracy, I am not so flippant to think that decisions made in the advancement of cable television technology are apolitical. I lament the death of VCR technology, but in all fairness, it lives on as long as I have a VCR or are able to acquire one. The VCR is perhaps more accurately described as undead. Consumers have access to the technology, but decide not to use it. When cable technology advances, the people must advance with it, with no say in the decisions made, and little access to the technology that might offer them a choice.
Figure 4 Space Camp patch MY OTHER CAR IS A VCR -SPACE CAMP
The feeling of excitement that I've long felt when finding a mysterious show while channel surfing or while buying VHS tapes at the thrift store is a feeling that I have not often been able to share. When I met fellow Intermedia student, Derek Andes, I found a fellow traveler, and we began to collaborate on a project that would eventually become known as Space Camp.
The project began with the two of us collecting odd-looking tapes at the thrift store. These tapes were the kind that we both remembered having around, and were the kind of ephemeral material that is no longer sought out or released. In an age when few people still keep a working VCR, it is no surprise that few people are buying these tapes.
We would buy instructional videos, educational videos, inspirational videos, cat videos, and others, and bristle with excitement to show each other our finds. We began to use these videos to make new videos, in an attempt to get others as excited about the tapes as we were. The images in our tapes came only from other tapes, our work being the modification and juxtaposition of the images we would extract from our findings. While the mere use of a VHS tape is enough to get Derek or myself interested, we knew there would need to be a more interesting wrapper around the project to pull others in. With this, we created the concept of Space Camp. To video natives, the real Space Camp, a NASA-run educational program that is still running to this day, was a prize of near mythical proportions. Offered on every child's game show to the winner, everyone wanted to go to Space Camp, and people still talk about it frequently. If you look at the camp's web page, there is a live feed of Twitter users mentioning Space Camp almost constantly. Many of these people are my age and very much wish that they had gone to Space Camp. It represented, both in name and practice, two concepts that were very important to the project; nostalgia and wonder. Borrowing liberally from the 1980's teen film Space Camp, we constructed a narrative around which the project would be based.
The story is that of two artists, touring the Space Shuttle, and accidentally being launched into space. There they find a space station, called the Orbital Video Archive, upon which the governments of humanity had previously stored video, to be kept safe in the event of a global catastrophe. They made camp on the station and refused to return to Earth, being more happy living on the station, re-cutting the tapes to make new communications, and dropping them back down to earth via parachutes. As the artists have no other means of contact with Earth, the audience for the piece will receive additional information from a blogger who follows and documents the exploits of the Space Campers. This is a twophase project, with the story and audience interaction being part of the second phase, and the relational collaboration between Derek and myself being the first.
It is no coincidence that much of our work involves space and aliens. As long as I can remember, I have been interested in those subjects. I watch television about space and aliens constantly, and I know that our cable advancement robs us all of another opportunity in the area of interstellar communication. As analog television was phased out over the past year, humanity has ceased to send television signals over the air, and we have also stopped sending them into space. We have advanced beyond what Earth-centric thinking scientists might consider inefficiency, but it was that inefficiency that was making it possible, even if only by a very small likelihood, that someone out there might see our video and discover us. I mourn this lose as well because, like the others, I had little choice in the matter. The signals we have sent out continue to move through space.
If aliens found Earth after we ceased to exist, it will likely be our VHS that they will find useful in investigating our culture. Physical recordings can last the test of time, my work with VHS has taught me this, and I believe that one day, aliens might look through our tapes just as I look through the tapes in my video stores, trying to learn a little something about the person who recorded them. Perhaps I've been watching too much Star Trek.
…AND YOU CAN HELP!
When comparing the VCR to the newly developed replacement technologies, it would seem obvious that the tape recording is still the most reliable form of recording.
Why is it than that while VCRs surely fail with age, they are replaced with other technologies, even though you can still buy brand a new VCR? If people knew what they were actually giving up, would they give up their VCRs so readily? I hope that my work makes people realize that decisions made in the area of video and video recording technology make a real difference in their lives, in the same way that they might think about decisions they make about music, which seems to be more important to some people.
When it comes to digital rights management, the front line on the war of pushback is one of music. People will fight for rights they believe they have when it comes to musical recordings, and these fights can become well known enough to enter into the pop culture consciousness. "Home Taping is Killing Music", one of many salvos fired by the music industry during the advent of audiocassette tapes and has since been often parodied, with different groups adding "and you can help!" The symbol of the campaign become an emblem for those who would proudly consider themselves "pirates", and a culture sprang up around activism and control of personal recording. This movement never made the jump to video, however. Though the film industry was waging a very similar war on videocassettes, there was not a memorable or influential movement for or against that made its way into pop culture. Perhaps it is because the symbol of the major battle in this war, the Betamax, lost the much vaulted "format war" with VHS, and is now more recognized as a symbol of obsolete, inferior technology. Why is there a disparity between audio and video? For most, it would seem that audio, being more involved in a person's daily life (the same music may be listened to everyday, but not likely the same video), is easier to recognize as being threatened.
I do have hope that there is a type of recording that is completely in the control of the holder. Perhaps there is a third type of recording, the mental recording. Even in the age of the Internet, there is some video out there that is just impossible to find in a physical recording. I found this was nearly the case in my search for a copy of Geraldo While few think about the decisions they make when it comes to video, or more accurately, the decisions made for them, these decisions are always political and are always more meaningful than mere entertainment choices. If video is our vocabulary, if we are what we record, as I believe to be the case, we cannot think of things happening in the world of video to be merely that of the entertainment world. Video is a very important part of my life, as it is for many people, and changes in the landscape have widespread effects for us. Video is not merely a form of entertainment; it is our text, our communication, and our culture. I do not naively believe that my work or anything I say will inspire anyone to actually buy a new (or used) VCR. I do hope that I can gain some sympathy for my strong feelings, theories, and ideas, even if for only a pausing moment.
